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FOCUS. . . FirearmsRelated DeathsinMissouri: Trendsand ComparisonwithU.S.

Introduction

Injuries and deathsresulting from firearmsare arelatively
recent concern of the public health community. Firearms
account for one-fifth of al injury deaths in the U.S. and are
second only to motor vehiclesasacause of fatal injury.* From
1968 through 1991, the number of firearm-related deaths in-
creased by 60 percent nationwide, while motor-vehicle-related
deaths decreased by 21 percent. Thisled to the prediction, in
anMMWR articlein1994, that ‘if thesetrendscontinue, by the
year 2003, thenumber of firearm-rel ated deathswill surpassthe
number of motor-vehicle crashes, and firearmswill becomethe
leading causeof injury-related death’ .2 Fortunately, intheyears
since 1991, thenational trend hasreversed course. Thoughthe
number of firearm-related deathswasstill unacceptably highin
1997, ithadfallento 32,436, or 24 percent bel ow the 42,473 motor
vehicle-related deaths.

Missouri has asignificant number of firearm-related inju-
ries as well. In fact, Missouri’s firearm-related death rate is
higher than the nation’s. In examining firearm-related deaths,
thisreport looks at the relationship of firearm-related suicides
and homicidestofirearm-related deathsoverall. (Deathsthat are
unintentional or due to unknown intention each make up less
than three percent of the firearm-related deaths and are not
discussed.) Foll owingthecomparison of Missouri andtheU.S.,
the trend in Missouri’s firearm-related deaths over the past
decade isreviewed.

Comparisonswith theU.S.

In 1997, the latest year for which U.S. data are available,
Missouri had a higher death rate from all firearms use than
existed nationally. The rate in Missouri was 14.8 per 100,000
population, comparedto arate of 12.1intheU.S.2 If theratein
Missouri had equaled the national rate, the number of firearm-
related deaths would have gone down from 797 to 654, a
reduction of 18 percent.

Missouri’ sexcessislargely accountedfor by thehighrate
of suicidescommittedwithfirearms. 1n 1997, Missouri’ sfirearm-
rel ated suicideratewas29 percent higher thantheU.S. rate(8.5/
100,000 vs. 6.6/100,000). Rates of homicides committed with
firearmswerenot significantly differentinMissouri andtheU.S.
Asdiscussed below, however, thiswas because therelatively
low rate of homicides among whites in Missouri masked a
significant excess among blacks.

Race

AsFigurelindicates, theburden of firearm-rel ated deaths
fell moreheavily on Missouri blacksthan on blacksnationally.
In 1997, the rate among Missouri blackswas 59 percent higher
thantherateamong U.S. blacks(39.3/100,000 Vs 24.7/100,000).
In contrast, the rate for Missouri whites exceeded the rate for
U.S. whites by only 12 percent (11.8/100,000 V's 10.5/100,000).

Homicides were the main contributor to the high rate of
black deathsin Missouri. Therate of firearm-related homicides
was 60 percent higher among Missouri blacksthanamong U.S.
blacks in 1997 (32.6/100,000 V's 20.4/100,000). Whites, on the
other hand, had aratethat was21 percent lower inMissouri than
inthe U.S. (2.2/200,000 vs. 2.8/100,000).

Suicides committed with firearmswere morelikely in Mis-
souri among bothwhitesand blacks. Thedifferencewasstatis-
tically reliable only for whites, however. The rate of 9.0 per
100,000 population among Missouri whites was 25 percent
higher thanthecomparableU.S. rateof 7.2. Thefirearm-related
suiciderate for blackswas 5.2 per 100,000 in Missouri and 3.6
intheU.S.

Sex
Malesweremainly responsiblefor thedifferenceinfirearm-
related deaths between Missouri and the U.S. The firearm-

Figurel
Firearm-Related Deaths by Race: Rates per 100,000 Population, 1997
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(Focus continued)

related death rate for Missouri males in 1997 was 23 percent
higher than the U.S. rate (26.1/100,000 Vs 21.2/100,000). Mis-
souri femaleshad arateof 4.1, whichdidnot differ significantly
fromthe U.S. rate of 3.4.

Thehighrateamong malesin Missouri wasduetosuicides
committed with firearms. The rate for firearm-related suicides
among mal eswas 34 percent higherinMissouri thanintheU.S.
(15.5/100,000Vs11.6/100,000). Therateforfemaesdidnot differ
significantly in Missouri and the U.S. (1.9/100,000 Vs 1.7/
100,000).

Age

The number of firearm-related deaths in Missouri in 1997
was not large enough to allow comparison by age group, so
Missouri and the U.S. werecompared over thecombined years
of 1996101998 (Tablel). Duringthisperiod, Missouri’ sfirearm-
related death ratewas substantially higher thanthe U.S. ratein
most of theagegroupsover age24. Thebiggest differencewas
among those aged 35-44, where Missouri’ s rate exceeded the
U.S. rate by 41 percent (18.6/100,000 Vs 13.2/100,000).

Missouri’selderly population was not far behind. Theratefor
those aged 85-and-over exceeded the U.S. rate by 35 percent,
whilethe rate for 75-84-year olds exceeded it by 31 percent.

Suicides were the largest contributor to the excess of
firearm-related deaths. The age groups noted above all experi-
enced higher ratesfor firearm-rel ated suicidedeathsin Missouri
thanin the U.S.: Missouri’ srate was 47 percent higher among
the 35-44-year olds (11.0/100,000 Vs 7.5/100,000), 45 percent
higher among those aged 85-and-over (18.6/100,000 Vs 12.8/
100,000), and 38 percent higher amongthe 75-84-year olds(18.9/
100,000 Vs 13.7/200,000).

Trendsin Missouri

Duringthisdecade, the peak for firearm-rel ated deathswas
reachedin 1994, whennearly 1000 Missouriansdied after being
shot with afirearm. In fact, the peak rate for this century was
reached that year. The 1994 rate of 18.9 per 100,000 population
represents a 29 percent increase over the rate just 10 years
prior—in 1984, therate was at a 30-year low of 14.7 per 100,000
population (738 deaths).

Tablel
Firearm-Related Deaths by I ntent and Age Group: Missouri Vsthe U.S., Rates per 100,000 Population, 1997**

Age Group
Intent 04 514 15-24 2534 3544
All Injuries
MO Total 6 38 532 518 488
MO Rate 0.5 16 23.8 22.8* 18.6*
US Total 84 546 8173 7045 5802
US Rate 05 14 22.3 17.8 13.2
Homicides
MO Total 5 15 310 265 180
MO Rate 0.5 0.6 13.8 11.7* 6.9*
US Total 62 285 5171 379 2288
USRate 0.3 0.7 14.1 9.6 5.2
Suicides
MO Total 0 14 199 240 287
MO Rate 0 0.6 8.9* 10.6* 11.0*
US Total 0 127 2587 3010 3321
USRate 0 0.3 7.1 7.6 7.5
Unintentional and Undeter mined
MO Total 1 9 23 13 21
MO Rate 0.1 0.4 1.0 0.6 0.8
US Total 2 134 415 241 193
USRate 0.1 0.3 11 0.6 04

4554 5564 6574 7584 85+ Tot
272 172 156 149 55 2389
13.6* 124 13.3 19.5% 19.3* 14.7*
3872 2390 2202 1740 555 32436
115 110 119 14.9 143 121
81 27 23 2 1 912
4.0 19 2.0* 0.3 0.4 5.6
1096 450 228 91 39 13522

33 21 12 0.8 1.0 51

185 137 130 144 53 1389
9.2 99 111 18.9* 18.6* 8.6*
2647 1859 1906 1608 494 17566
79 85 10.3 13.7 128 6.6

6 8 3 3 1 88

0.3 0.6 0.3 0.4 04 0.5

129 81 68 41 2 1348
0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.6 05

* Indicates Missouri’ srate is significantly higher than the U.S. rate at the .05 probability level.
**U.S. dataarefor 1997; Missouri data are totals for 1995-1997 with an average rate for those three years.
Note: three records with unknown ages are included in the row totals for the All Injuries and Homicide categories for Missouri.




(Focus continued)

From the 1994 peak in firearm-rel ated deaths, the rate has
fallen29 percentto 13.4 per 100,000in1998. Theprincipal reason
isalarge drop in homicides committed with firearms. Between
1994 and 1998, the rate went from 8.2 to 5.3, a decline of 35
percent.

Suicidescommitted withfirearmsdropped substantially as
well. Over thesameperiod, thefirearms-rel ated suicideratefell
20 percent, from 9.7/100,000 to 7.8/100,000.

Race

The most significant trend has been the reduction in
firearm-rel ated homicides among blacks since the early part of
thedecade(Figure2.) From 330 suchdeathsin 1993, thenumber
hasdropped almost by half,to 181in1998. Thisrepresentsarate
reduction of 48 percent (57.4/100,000 to 29.5/100,000). Therate
of firearm-related homicides for whites has decreased half as
much, dropping 19 percent from its high point in 1994 (2.7/
100,000 to 2.2/100,000).

Along with the drop in homicidesamong blacks has come
asubstantial reductioninfirearms-related suicides. Ratesof 6.5
per 100,000 population in both 1994 and 1996 have come down
t03.81in 1998, adrop of 42 percent. Again, whites have seen a
lessdramatic decline. Their rate of 10.2 per 100,000in 1994 has
comedownto8.4in1998, adropof 18 percent. Thesetrendshave
contributed to declinesin firearm-related deaths overall of 39
percent for blacks and 14 percent for whites.

Sex

Both males and femal es have benefited from the decrease
infirearm-related deaths. Regarding homicidescommitted with
firearms, theratefor maleshasdecreased 40 percent since 1993
(15.1/100,000 t0 9.0/100,000). During thissame period, therate
for femaleshasdecreased 32 percent (2.5/100,000t0 1.7/100,000).

Suicides due to firearms have dropped for both sexes as
well. Maleshaveseena22 percent declinesincetheir highpoint
in1994(17.9/100,000t013.9/100,000). Femal eshaveexperienced
a 20 percent decline since 1990 (2.4/100,000 to 2.0/100,000).

Age
All age groups have seen areduction in firearms-rel ated
deaths, but the youngest and ol dest have benefited the most.

Figure 2
Trend in Firearm-Related Homicides for Blacks:
Rates per 100,000 Population, 1990-1998
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Y ear

The rate for 5-14-year olds has decreased 45 percent from its
peakin1991(3.5/100,000t01.9/100,000), whiletheratefor 15-24-
year olds has decreased 53 percent fromits peak in 1993 (41.8/
100,000 to 19.6/100,000). The rate for 55-64-year olds has de-
creased 49 percent since 1990 (18.2/100,000 to 9.2/100,000), as
hasthe rate for 75-84-year olds (27.2/100,000 to 14.8/100,000).

The decrease in deaths among young adultsis due to a
declinein both suicides and assaults committed with firearms.
For example, among 15-24-year olds, theratefor firearm-rel ated
suicides decreased 39 percent between 1995 and 1998 (12.7/
100,000 to 7.8/100,000). In the same age group, firearm-related
homicide rates decreased 58 percent between 1993 and 1998.
Older individualswerelesslikely to die of homicides, and their
decreaseinfirearm-related deathswasduetoadropinsuicides
committedwithfirearms. Reductionsof 49 percent (18.2/100,000
t09.2/100,000), 31 percent (17.3/200,000to 12.0/100,000) and 49
percent (27.3/100,000t0 14.0/100,000) occurredinthoseaged 55-
64, 65-74 and 75-84, respectively.

Conclusion

Theexcessinfirearm-related deathsin Missouri relativeto
theU.S. isduelargely to the higher rate of suicidescommitted
with firearms in Missouri, particularly among males. In 1997,
Missouri’ soverall suicide rate was 15 percent higher than the
U.S. rate (13.1/100,000 Vs 11.4/100,00). If there had been no
suicides committed with firearms, the suiciderate in Missouri
would have been slightly lower than the rate nationwide (4.7/
100,000 Vs 4.8/100,000). Thus, a preference for firearms in
Missouri probably contributesto ahigher suiciderate overall,
aswell asto ahigher rate of firearms-related deaths.

Though the excessin firearms rel ated deathsin Missouri
is related to suicides, the recent decline in firearms-related
deathsowesmoretothedecreasein homicidescommitted with
firearms. Thisreducti onhasbeenespecially pronouncedamong
blacks: the 1998rateof 29.5 per 100,000 popul ationisjust above
the 30-year low of 27.9 reached in 1983. The causes of this
favorable trend are a matter of debate. Some have suggested
that community policing and stronger enforcement have made
the difference. Additionally, researchers have found a strong
relationship between socioeconomic status and homicides.
The favorable economy during the last few years, and the
extremely low rate of unemployment, arelikely contributorsto
thedecreasein firearms-rel ated deaths among both blacksand

whites.
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Provisional Vital Statistics for February 2000

LIVE BIRTHStotaled 6,210inFebruary, virtually thesame
asthe 6,208 in February 1999. Cumulativebirthsfor the 2- and
12-monthsperiodsendingwith February both show increases.

DEATHS decreased in February as 4,956 Missourians
died compared with 5,469 oneyear earlier. Cumulative deaths
for the 2- and 12-month periods ending with February both
show increases.

The NATURAL INCREASE in February was1,254 (6,210
births minus 4,956 deaths). This compares with a natural
increase of 739 in February 1999.

MARRIAGESincreased for all three periods shown below. A
total of 2,357 Missouri couples married in February compared with
1,912 one year earlier.

DISSOLUTIONSOFMARRIAGE decreased slightly in Febru-
ary as2,083 couplesdivorced compared with 2,095in February 1999.
For the 12 months ending with February dissolutionsdecreased by
1.9 percent.

INFANT DEATHS show no significant changesfor any of the
time periods shown below.

PROVISIONAL RESIDENT VITAL STATISTICS FOR THE STATE OF MISSOURI

February Jan.-Feb. cumulative 12 monthsending with February
ltem Number Reate* Number Rate* Number Rete*
1009 2000 1999 2000 | 1999 2000 1999 2000 1008 1999 1908 1998 2000
LiveBirths............. 6,208 6,210 148 14.3 11,413 12,461 129 136 75,095 76,806 136 138 140
Deaths.....ccccovenene 5469 4,956 130 114 9,771 10,977 11.0 120 52,905 56,161 101 97 103
Naturalincrease 739 1,254 18 29 1642 1,484 19 16 22,190 20,645 35 41 38
Marriages .............. 1912 2,357 45 54 4,728 5,068 53 55 43,622 45,654 81 80 83
Dissolutions .......... 2,095 2,083 50 438 4,033 4,506 46 49 25,592 25,129 47 A7 46
Infant deaths ......... 53 51 85 82 92 96 8.1 7.7 582 592 7.7 7.8 7.7
Population base .... 5,468 5,500 5,468 5,500 5413 5,444 5474
(inthousands)
* Ratesfor live births, deaths, natural increase, marriages and dissolutions are computed on the number per 1,000 estimated population. The infant

death rate is based on the number of infant deaths per 1,000 live births. Rates are adjusted to account for varying lengths of monthly reporting

periods.
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